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 Sunset above the clouds on the plateau. 



The 20’s: A New Decade for Soil Health in Central WA 
 

With another year behind us, everyone looks forward to a new year, new resolutions and goals. We at Foster 

Creek Conservation District have set multiple goals to continue providing the best programs we can for our 

district. This year, we’ve not just set goals for the next 12 months, 

we’ve set goals for the next ten years for our Direct Seed and Soil 

Health program! We’re aiming to bring together useful and 

relevant information for producers within our program and district, 

as well as for those in surrounding counties or areas who have 

complex farming conditions. By expanding our Direct Seeding cost 

share program, funded by the Washington Dept. of Ecology, to 

incorporate soil health management, we hope to help you build and 

improve soil health, maintain the viability of our agricultural 

industry, and create a more sustainable economy and future for 

Douglas and neighboring counties.  

 

Farmers face complex microclimates, significant precipitation 

variability, multiple soil units per field, rough terrain, changing elevation and slope, and many other adverse 

management hurdles. Implementing successful management practices for soil health seems to be more 

complicated and challenging here than other areas in the world. The Decade for Soil Health will give us the 

chance to dive into our local soils and create a baseline of information for soil transitions as different 

management techniques are implemented. With the information gathered, we will create timelines for soil 

health benchmarks and establish localized techniques to help achieve a healthy, living soil community. 

 

Soil health comes from an array of components within an ecosystem, and tells us about a soil’s quality, 

ability to function, and sustain plants, animals, and humans (NRCS). Soil is comprised of many singular 

parts that work together to form a healthy system above 

and below ground. However, it is not as complex as it 

might seem. Once a soil’s ecosystem is established, the 

majority of the labor is done by natural “workers” 

underground. A healthy soil ecosystem will then take care 

of itself under a variety of field management practices. 

Establishing a healthy soil for Central Washington will 

involve understanding that no system is exactly the same 

and that various techniques and timelines will be needed to 

bring about changes. When the soil’s ecosystem and 

microbial activity revive, many functions within that soil 

will improve, providing benefits to the surrounding environment like improving water quality for streams 

and wells, the farm’s productivity, and overall management costs.  

 

Through our Direct Seed and Soil Health program, we want to provide the most relevant information on the 

things YOU, as our producers and community members, want to learn about. Soil health is not always an 

easy topic to understand and implement, however, our Direct Seed and Soil Health program will nurture 

active connections between producers, landowners, community members, academic institutions, and 

agencies. We will arm you with the tools and information you need to start building your soil’s health when 

you are ready. 

 

 

Central Washington wheat farmers 

can have many microclimates and 

soil units, even from one side of a 

field to another. 

© Becca Hebron 

Healthy soil peds should feel light and porous in 

your hands. What does your soil feel like? 

© National Park Service 

Follow Foster Creek CD’s journey of soil health in Central WA 

Twitter @FCCDsoilhealth and Facebook @FosterCreekCD 
 



Outreach Aids Columbia Basin Pygmy Rabbit Recovery 
 

Douglas and Grant Counties are home to a 

genetically distinct population of pygmy rabbits 

(Brachylagus idahoensis), which had been isolated 

from other Intermountain West rabbit populations 

for more than 10,000 years. In Washington, 

population recovery efforts started in 2002 through 

captive breeding and, in 2003, the Columbia Basin 

pygmy rabbit was listed as endangered under the 

federal Endangered Species Act.  Throughout the 

years, this recovery effort has experienced several 

transformations: 

 2011 – Recovery efforts transitioned from captive 

breeding to on-site semi-wild breeding enclosures in Sagebrush Flat and Beezley Hills. Biologists documented the 

first released rabbits to give birth to offspring in the wild.  

 2012 – Captive breeding at three facilities officially ended. 

 2017 – Sutherland Canyon Fire hit Beezley Hills Recovery Area burning 30,000 acres of shrub-steppe habitat, the 10-

acre breeding enclosure, and three release pens.   

o Fire-related mortalities claimed approx. 80 rabbits, or half of the semi-wild breeding population.  The thirty-two 

rabbits that survived the fire are relocated to enclosures at another recovery site. 

o A new and improved breeding enclosure design replaced the damaged enclosures at Beezley Hills.  

 2018 – Wild-born kits are reintroduced to the Burton Draw Recovery Area in Douglas Co. for the first time.  

 2013 – 2018 – Rabbits settled into native shrub-steppe during the first couple of years, but then began dispersing into 

adjacent Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) acres.   

 October 2019 – Elizabeth Jackson, Foster Creek CD Natural Resource Specialist, Jon Gallie, Wildlife Biologist for 

the Washington Dept. of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW), and Corinna Hanson, Moses Coulee Land Manager for The 

Nature Conservancy, offer a field tour for private landowners operating near recovery sites.  Participants indicated an 

increase in general knowledge about the rabbits. 

 November 2019 – Jackson and Melinda Hughes, WDFW Private Lands Biologist, teach local students about the 

rabbit. FREE educational materials can be found online at www.fostercreekcd.org/programs/education-outreach/ 

 

Ways You Can Support Pygmy Rabbit Recovery: Washington’s 

pygmy rabbit population still needs your help to fully recover!  Without 

native sagebrush or a diversity of wildflowers, our pygmy rabbit 

population cannot be sustained.  Protecting and enhancing native 

sagebrush provides food and cover for these cryptic creatures. 

Connecting patches of mature sagebrush 3+ foot tall gives rabbits more 

room to move around.  Report potential sightings of pygmy rabbits, 

their scat, or a burrow system by contacting WDFW at (509) 754-4624 

or Foster Creek CD at (509) 888-6372.  Documenting rabbits and their 

burrow systems helps track the success of population recovery. 

Agricultural operations will not be subject to additional WDFW 

regulations if you report pygmy rabbit sightings on your property.  In 

addition, protecting native habitat benefits other threatened wildlife 

species in this area, such as the Greater sage-grouse, the Columbian 

sharp-tailed grouse, and the Washington ground squirrel.  

Melinda Hughes (left) and Elizabeth 

Jackson (right) taught local plant 

identification and biology of the 

Columbia Basin pygmy rabbit for 

Wenatchee High School’s Earth 

Club in November 2019. 

Landowners pose questions to Jon Gallie WDFW recovery 

project coordinator (second from left) 

© E. Jackson 

http://www.fostercreekcd.org/programs/education-outreach/


Turning Over a New Leaf for Biocontrols 
 

When Dalmatian toadflax made its way into Douglas County, our landowners and operators fought back by 

releasing a very hungry beetle (M. janthiniformis) to attack this invasive plant. Between 2007 and 2019, you 

distributed 299,300 toadflax-eating beetles via the Foster Creek CD biocontrol program and helped keep 

this invader under control. Now that we have established a healthy population of beetles over the18 years of 

the program, Foster Creek will no longer offer beetles, but is switching to help producers monitor and move 

the beetles already present on their land. Here are two easy steps to follow if you want to get involved: 
 

o Monitor: Wait until March-April when the beetles emerge from plant stems, choose 

six plants within an area of toadflax and count the number of beetles per plant. Or, in 

September, cut six toadflax stems within an area and look for pupae inside. Find 50-

100 = healthy population. Find 20 = you need more! 

o Move: If you find an area that needs more beetles, was burned, or will have CRP mid-

contract management, you can collect the emerged beetles in the spring and move 

them. You can also cut toadflax stems from high beetle areas in 

the fall, remove the seed heads and place the stems on the 

ground where you want beetles to emerge in the spring. 
 

We are also seeking producers who want to trial Russian knapweed 

biocontrols over the next 5-10 years. Reach out to Foster Creek CD 

(rlefler@fostercreekcd.org), Douglas County Cooperative Weed 

Management Area, or Dale Whaley from Washington State 

University (dwhaley@wsu.edu) for technical assistance on these topics and for help with other noxious 

weeds you are battling.  
 

FCCD 2019 Achievements 
 

 Two new staff hired to provide professional technical service. 

 Grants received:1) WA Dept. Ecology - $250,000 to 

continue our water quality programs; 2) FEMA fire 

recovery - $167,620 to assist private landowners, CDs, 

and agencies create fire-adapted communities in 

shrub-steppe habitat. 

 One incidental take permit awarded as part of an 

initiative by private landowners to prevent the net 

loss of habitat for four threatened species, e.g. 

Columbia Basin pygmy rabbits.  

 Completed the Comprehensive Strategic Weed 

Management Plan for the Douglas County 

Cooperative Weed Management Area. 

 Contracted the Colville Tribe to complete a 

watershed-level cultural resource assessment for 

East Foster Creek. 

 Outreach included topics about pollinators, 

the nitrogen cycle, orcas and salmon, and 

the Voluntary Stewardship Program. Hosted 

North Central Regional Envirothon where 

high school teams competed on 5 subjects.  

Upcoming events: 

 FCCD Board meeting (public 

invited) March 13th 1-3 p.m.  

April 8th 1-3 p.m.  

Mansfield Community Hall 

 

 Voluntary Stewardship Work 

Group Meeting (public invited) 

February 24th 1:30 – 4 p.m. 

Waterville Courthouse 

 

 Douglas County Cooperative 

Weed Management Area Work 

Group Meeting (public invited) 

April TBD 

Waterville Courthouse 

 

Toadflax beetle pupa (left), adult (right) 
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